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Responsibility and Justice in the Literature and Film
of the post-Cultural Revolution Era in China
The Chinese Cultural Revolution was a traumatic event that took place in China in the mid­20th
century. Sometimes referred to as the Ten Years of Calamity (1966 to 1976), the Cultural Revolu­
tion wreaked such wide­scale havoc that the invocation of its name still produces heated controver­
sies. To be sure, the official line from the Chinese government is that the Cultural Revolution is an
aberration that detracted from the Communist Party’s march towards a socialist utopia, but the fact
is that many people still maintain that the Cultural Revolution represented a high point of revolu­
tionary idealism, where the true spirit of egalitarianism reigned, if only temporarily.
I will begin by referring to Michael Berry’s book History of Pain, where he studies five trau­
matic incident in Chinese history : the Musha Incident of 1930, the Nanjing Massacre of 1937, the
February 28 Incident of 1947, the Cultural Revolution of 1966­1976, and the June 4th Incident of
1989. Berry calls the first three events “centripetal traumas” and the last two “centrifugal traumas.”
The latter, he continues, are propelled by a centrifugal force that comes from a “ ‘new national cen­
ter’ and extends outward, unleashing a multitude of destabilizing ‘unofficial’ narratives―a true het­
eroglossia―that stretch, challenge, and destroy national boundaries.”
In my examination of the depiction of the historical period in post­Cultural Revolution litera­
ture and film below, I will relate the official discourse on the Cultural Revolution, and then, in re­
ponse, the unofficial narratives that crop up. While the result does not amount to the “true het­
eroglossia” that Berry would like to see, it can be established that over the years the collective
memorization of the Cultural Revolution is by no means homogenous.
The first sign of official repudiation of the Cultural Revolution, such as it is, came in 1981,
when in the “Resolution on Several Historical Issues of the Party since the Founding of the PRC,” it
is clearly stated that “The Party has repudiated the theory of continuous revolution under the dicta­
torship of the proletariat . . . The Cultural Revolution was a mistake.” The blame was put on a
handful of individuals who are said to represent the ultra­leftist line of the Party. In 1982, Deng Xi­
aoping openly praised the excellent work that literary and artistic circles had done since the Cultural
Revolution in “smashing the spiritual shackles put into place by Lin Biao and the Gang of Four and
eradicating their noxious influences.” For a while, it would appear that the Party had taken learned
its lessons well ; the mass movements of the likes of the Cultural Revolution would not be repeated
and justice would stand a chance of being served. Then, the Party reversed its course in the 1980s
with a warning from the Central Propaganda in 1986 that “publishers should not publish anything
that has not been put to the strictest review, and another in 1988 that “the examination of historical
questions should not dwell on the general and not on details.”
As examples of “unofficial narratives,” the literary and filmic productions went over a process
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of evolution in their recollection of the Cultural Revolution. A brief sketch reveals that in the late
1970s, literary and film works tended to demonize the Gang of Four. The 1980s ushered in succes­
sively what are known as Scar Movement and Searching for Roots. In the 1990s, a nostalgic mood
set in with regards to remembering the Cultural Revolution, which was then subject to commerciali­
zation as we turned into the new century. Below, I will single out a few works for discussion.
The Scar Movement of the 1980s is named after a 1978 short story entitled “The Scar” (alter­
nately translated as “The Wound”) by Lu Xinhua which recounts the awakening of a young woman
to her errors during the Cultural Revolution. She breaks off relationship with her mother after the
latter is denounced as a traitor. When she realizes that her mother was falsely accused, she rushes to
her deathbed but much too late. The latter has already died with a scar on her forehead. The story
ends with the young woman looking at the city lights with these thoughts running in her mind :
“Dear Mother, Rest in peace. I will never forget who was responsible for your wounds and mine. I
shall never forget Chairman Hua’s kindness and will follow closely the Party’s Central Committee
that he headed and dedicate my life to the cause of the Party.”
If the ending of “The Scar” sounds curiously artificial and its reflection of the individual role
in the mayhem of the Cultural Revolution disappointingly shallow, Chen Kaige is able to confront
his own complicity in other people’s suffering in his autobiography, The Young Kaige. In the after­
word of the book published in 1992, Chen points an accusing finger at himself :
[The Cultural Revolution] has helped me know myself. To know myself is to know the world.
This understanding changed my life. Although the revolution―with the horrific name of “Ten
Years of Calamity”―has now been repudiated, together with many books critical of it, as long
as people know only to accuse others, the revolution has not yet come to an end. What I try to
do in these pages is to step up to the defendant’s dock when it is still empty, and to admit to
my own share of the responsibility. For this reason, this book is my confession.
In 1995, three years after the publication of The Young Kaige, Jiang Wen adapted Wang
Shuo’s novel The Ferocious Beast into a film. Titled “In the Heat of the Sun,” the film is an ac­
count of a group of young people revisiting Beijing some twenty years after the Cultural Revolu­
tion. They recall their heady teenage years when, with the adults taken away from home by the Cul­
tural Revolution, they are free to roam the streets, get into fights, and fall in and out of love. The
mood is nostalgic and romantic, which the protagonist’s voice­over narration at the beginning of the
film best illustrates :
Beijing­­a fast­changing city. In just twenty years, it has become a modern city. I almost could
not find in it anything I remembered. In fact, these changes have destroyed my memories, mak­
ing it impossible for me to tell truth from illusion. As always, my story began in summer. In
the hot weather, we expose more of ourselves and find it harder to disguise our desire. It was
almost summer then. The sun was always with us, too bright and too much of it, and darkness
welled up in our eyes.
It would be a mistake to overlook the sense of rootlessness and loss that this monologue con­
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veys, but at the same time, the film also casts a longing glance at a time of history which is gener­
ally reckoned to be marked with suffering and injustice. The Cultural Revolution has receded into
the background, serving as merely the setting of what can in one sense be seen as a film with an in­
itiation theme.
On the surface, Zhang Yimou’s “Coming Home” (2014) seems to bring back the topic of Cul­
tural Revolution on the screen, with a heartrending story of the immense suffering inflicted on a
family during the Cultural Revolution. The protagonist is a professor who returns home from the la­
bor camp to find his wife a victim of lapses ofl amnesia, a result of long­standing mental stress that
she has to live under. The wife would sometimes mistake him for a former official, who, as the hus­
band finds out little by little, made sexual advances on his wife while he was away in the labor
camp. The two are now reunited under the same roof and yet live for the most part as total strang­
ers.
The critics are unanimously positive about the film, pointing at its unstinting look at the long­
lasting effect of the Cultural Revolution on the lives of ordinary individuals. Ironically, however,
Zhang shrugs off such praises, claiming that “Coming Home” is just a film, a commercial endeavor
no more and no less. He never intends the serious purpose that the critics see in the film.
From this sketchy survey, one can see that the examination of the Cultural Revolution in litera­
ture and film has left many deeper issues unexplored. The authorities admitted that the Cultural
Revolution was a mistake, but only in the vaguest way. Who is responsible, ultimately? There are
plenty of cries of suffering but little expression of remorse, much less owning up to responsibilities
and apologies, without which, the question of redress of justice will remain elusive.
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